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1. INTRODUCTION 
Australia no longer critically relies on investments in mineral resources to drive its economy. 
The rise in the price of commodities and the consequent investment flow has been unprecedented, and 
largely an unanticipated event in Australia (CoA, 2015) where the country’s wealthiest resources 
moguls made their fortunes, and commanded elitist status holding astonishing power. In September 
2011, Australia’s terms of trade reached the highest level in 140 years, with prices of iron ore and coal 
more than doubling in the decade to 2014, see Figure 1; in the same period, investment in the 
resources sector topped AU$400 billion (Frydenberg, 2016), but by late 2011 was starting to decline 
(Garnaut, 2014). 
FIGURE 1 GOES HERE 
Figure 1.  Metallurgical coal, a key ingredient in the production of steel, reached over US$300 a tonne 
in 2011 in contrast, the June quarter 2016 the Australian benchmark prices settled at US$84 a tonne. Adapted 
from: “Resources and Energy Quarterly: March 2016”, by Ben Witteveen (2016), p. 50.  Office of the Chief 
Economist. Department of Industry, Innovation and Science. Australian Government. Canberra, Australia. 
Commodity prices retreated and capital investment in mining had passed its climax (CoA, 2015) 
bringing a virtual end to the large capital investment projects delivered by project-orientated 
organisations (POs). POs in this paper refers to firms that deliver projects by way of engineering, 
procurement, construction or project management and provide associated services to the mineral 
resources sector in Australia.  The impact of the mining investment downturn has meant POs being 
forced to cut costs and shed staggering numbers of employees. As POs sustain the cyclical transition 
from a decade long hyper super-cycle to a spiralling and volatile market, it seems inevitable that those 
who successfully manage the adaptation process will come to be the new industry leaders.  
The purpose of this paper is to highlight some of the early findings of a larger research inquiry 
investigating the impact of organisational culture (OC) on performance of POs operating in the 
Australian mineral resources sector. This paper summarises some of the results from the first stage of 
a three-stage investigation. The main contribution of this paper is that it provides insight into a specific 
environment through a unique sample of POs showing how they have managed organisational 
adaption. The paper is structured as follows: first it describes POs operating in the Australian mineral 
resources sector; it defines OC and its interplay with adaption, outlines the method, discusses the 
results, and provides some conclusions.  
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2. POS OPERATING IN THE AUSTRALIAN MINERAL RESOURCES SECTOR 
In Australia, the built environment is created and maintained by the construction sector 
(Manley, Mckell, & Rose, 2009) and the construction sector is mainly at the core of the project-based 
industry (Raja, Green, Leiringer, Dainty, & Johnstone, 2013). Construction is typically a pro-cyclical 
industry, performing well when economic conditions are strong, and poorly when they are weak. Most 
of the engineering construction activity in Australia takes place in the mining sector (AIR, 2014).  
In this paper POs are firms that deliver Australian mining and infrastructure projects by way of 
front-end loading (FEL) studies, engineering, procurement, construction and project management, and 
associated services. Their clients, or customers, are predominately large mining producers and energy 
operators, and the successful delivery of their projects is a testament to the success of POs. Ed 
Merrow, founder and CEO of the benchmarking group, Independent Project Analysis (IPA), noted that 
POs almost always succeed when projects have a strong business case, fully aligned stakeholders, 
bought-in sponsors, an integrated team and best implemented practical FEL (Merrow, 2011). He (ibid 
2011) failed to mention the softer skills, in particular OC, and also how a PO needs to be adaptable to 
the cyclical environment it operates in. Adaptation is a key element in the context of OC, and the brief 
definition that follows was the starting point in the link between OC and adaptation for this enquiry. 
3. ORGANISATIONAL CULTURE  
This research adopts the definition by Denison (1990), ‘culture refers to the underlying values, 
beliefs and principles that serve as a foundation for an organisation’s management system as well as 
the set of management practices and behaviours that both exemplify and reinforce those basic 
principles’.  We choose this definition for several reasons, namely as Kotrba et al (2012) explained 
Denison’s (1990) definition allows the comparison of organisations from surface level artifacts, mid-
level values and behavioural norms, to deep rooted assumptions. Comparison of POs is integral to the 
broader research inquiry, along with investigating POs beliefs and assumptions enshrined in their 
respective OCs. Hence, Denison’s (1990) definition is congruent with the aims of this research, its 
terminology of ‘values, beliefs, principles, and management practices and behaviours’ is an 
appropriate use of language that would seem to resonate with the sample set of POs. 
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3.1 Organisational cultural and performance models 
When reviewing the suitability of models to assess OC for the broader research enquiry, three 
objectives were identified, a model was needed that: 1) was proven, practical and fit for the purpose of 
comparing POs, 2) could assess OC from an overarching corporate perspective, and 3) could integrate 
a mixed methods approach. Using an established, recommended and aligned model was a practical 
starting point and made efficient management of time. Sackmann (2011) outlined several standardised 
questionnaires, or measures of culture, and two models that have extended findings to other national 
contexts using an established measurement instrument were found to be the Denison Organisational 
Culture Survey (DOCS) (Denison & Neale, 1999), and the Competing Values Framework (CVF) 
(Cameron & Quinn, 2006). There are a number of competing value models for measuring OC, but 
many of these may not provide the best fit when analysing culture in specific programs (Trew, 
Trigunarsyah, & Coffey, 2013). On closer study of DOCS it seemed to meet all the above criteria. 
Denison’s research has found that an organisation’s culture impacts on performance in four main 
ways: creating a sense of mission and direction, building a high level of adaptability and flexibility, 
nurturing the involvement and engagement of people, and providing consistency rooted in a set of core 
values, see Figure 2, (Denison, Hooijberg, Lane, & Lief, 2012). The four traits were found to be 
sufficiently independent to be considered as impartial factors (Denison, Janovics, & Young, 2006) and 
this is important for this paper, as the focus is only on one trait: organisational adaptability. 
FIGURE 2 GOES HERE 
Figure 2. The DOCS circumplex shows four cultural traits each with three indices. Adapted from: 
“Understanding Organisational Culture in the Construction Industry”, by V. Coffey, 2010, Spon Press, New 
York, USA., p. 4. 
3.2 Adaptability 
While adaptability has been examined with regard to the effects of the environment on the 
development, structure and effectiveness of organisations, it has not been investigated from a cultural 
perspective (Coffey, 2010). There is less about adaptability at the firm level, little on adaptive cultures, 
and virtually nothing on the impact of adaptability on long term outcomes or survival (Costanza, 
Blacksmith, Coats, Severt, & DeCostanza, 2015). The concept ‘…is poorly defined, inconsistently 
conceptualised, and ill specified’ (Baard, Rench, & Kozlowski, 2013). Fey and Denison’s (2003) 
study of foreign firms in Russia found adaptability the most useful dimension in DOCS for 
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understanding overall effectiveness. 
For this paper, adaptability is examined through the degree to which a PO is focused on learning 
from its competitors, its customers, and promoting flexible and adaptive responses at the 
organisational and employee levels (Boyce, Nieminen, Gillespie, Ryan, & Denison, 2015). This may 
help explain why adaptability is the one cultural trait most linked to why some POs survive and others 
do not (Costanza, et al., 2015; Ployhart & Turner, 2014). Adaptable POs are driven by their customers, 
they learn from their mistakes; reflect on their actions, decisions and outcomes; have the capability 
and experience at creating change; and continuously change to provide value to customers (Banto, 
2014).  The DOCS model’s trait of adaptability is measured by three indexes: 1) Creating Change: 
ability to create adaptive ways to meet changing needs, read the business environment, react quickly to 
current trends, and anticipate future changes. 2) Customer Focus: understand and react to customers 
and anticipate their future needs, reflecting a concern to satisfy customers. 3) Organisational Learning: 
receive, translate, and interpret signals from the environment into opportunities for encouraging 
innovation, gaining knowledge, and continual development (Denison, et al., 2006). These three 
indexes form the structure of Section 5 of this paper, but first the method of is enquiry is addressed. 
4.  METHOD 
The research reported in this paper forms part of a larger enquiry, which is investigating if there 
is a link, connection or relationship between OC and performance, within POs operating in the 
Australian mineral resources sector. The purpose of this paper is to summarise some of the findings 
from Stage 1 of a three stage investigation. Stage 1 consisted of interviews with 20 leaders from POs 
in 2015 and 2016, see Table 1, and conducting an online questionnaire, created by the survey 
development software, KeySurvey (WorldAPP, 2016) prior to each interview. The survey consisting 
of 15 questions, is designed to identify demographical, performance and business features of each PO. 
TABLE 1 GOES HERE 
Table 1. Stage 1 of the research inquiry involved an online survey and 20 interviews with leaders in POs. 
Of the sample group of 20, 13 interviewees (65 percent) had 10 years plus tenure with the PO. 
Figure 3 illustrates the strength of the sample; and the quality, depth and insight gained from 
interviewees (from A to T) due to their tenure and seniority. The sample of 20 senior representatives 
from a cross section of POs supports the consistency, validity and significance of the interview data.  
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FIGURE 3 GOES HERE 
Figure 3. QDI Index: Quality, depth and insight gained from interviews reflects strength of the sample 
(developed for this paper). 
Interviews were recorded, transcribed and analysed using a streamlined codes-to-theory model 
for qualitative inquiry developed by Saldana (2009). To facilitate the qualitative analysis, QSR 
International's NVivo 11 software (QSR_International, 2010) was initially employed for coding and 
organising transcripts. Participants were chosen through a combination of convenience and snowball 
sampling (Malhotra, Hall, Shaw, & Oppenheim, 2004). While the Stage 1 sample size was relatively 
small, it does nevertheless provide current, relevant, reliable and valid insight into the views of senior 
and very experienced industry representatives on their business environment, and OC. Each interview 
took approximately 60 minutes and consisted of 13 questions, 12 of which were adopted from DOCS, 
and the 13th asked their view of the link between OC and performance, which is not actually relevant 
in this paper. Interviewees were asked to rank each of the DOCS questions on a Likert scale, from 1 
‘strongly disagree’, to 5 ‘strongly agree’, and then asked why they chose that ranking.  Only three of 
the questions on the topic of adaptation from Stage 1 are addressed here, because the other questions 
specifically address the organisational cultural traits of mission, involvement and consistency. 
5. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
The interview questions, derived from the adaption trait of DOCS (Denison, et al., 2006), are 
highlighted in Figure 4. This section is structured by these three question topics, or indices: Creating 
change, Customer focus, and Organisational learning. 
FIGURE 4 GOES HERE 
Figure 4. An excerpt of the DOCS cultural trait of adaptability including indices and questions. Adapted 
from: “Diagnosing organizational cultures: Validating a model and method”. By: D. Denison, R. Janovics, & J. 
Young. (2006). Denison Consulting. Ann Arbor, USA., p.38. 
5.1 Creating Change 
Participants’ views varied on how POs have responded to competitors and changes in the 
market. Three themes summarise the results, namely: 1) ‘head on’, reactive and choice, 2) death 
spirals and price wars, and 3) Responding to change.  
5.1.1 Head on, reactive and choice 
Some POs took a shrewd approach towards competitor activity.  Although they observed it, 
there was more of a strategic emphasis on considering the greater market, and the opportunities and 
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forces most likely to impact on their future pipeline of work. They clearly prioritised, and focused on, 
winning work, and explicitly moved strategy towards where demand was being formulated and 
generated. This group seemed to be strategically clear and unperturbed by market rivalry whether it 
was by reputation, size or technical prowess. In line with the theory under review, these POs appeared 
to create adaptive ways to change, read the business environment, reacted to trends, and should be able 
to anticipate future changes. Some revealed being aggressive when it came to winning business, but 
the key interest with competitors was mostly concerned with how they deliver their services.   
In contrast, other POs were reactive, with a clear agenda of survival by restructuring and 
retrenching, which seems to be a short-term adaptive solution. ‘Reactively restructuring’ meant 
reducing overheads and salaries to keep staff employed, but some POs reported clearing out whole 
floors of people. One interviewee revealed, “As soon as red ink started coming on to the page, and as 
much as it sounds ruthless and horrible, there were retrenchments, there was no room for softness or 
argy bargy…it was slash and burn…at the end of the day the business survived” (I-D). Others seemed 
to rely on their underlying beliefs, values or principles to manage adaptation. These POs chose not to 
go head on and positioning was directed at areas where they did not have major competition. They 
knew their competitors had restructured but were trying to hold on to their technical staff. While they 
appeared not to be following suit, they were also not confident that they had responded well to 
competitors and changes in the environment.  
5.1.2 Death spirals and price wars 
With the declining demand for their services, some POs were prepared to joust on price 
inadvertently starting a deadly race to the bottom of their market by trying to underbid competitors. 
The temptation for gaining future work was a strong driver, pricing FEL work at cost in an effort to 
acquire the pull through of work. A more sustainable way to compete for some POs was to joint venture 
with a PO that had lower overheads in order to manage the ongoing price wars. Other POs, in a stronger 
position, seemed to read the market, anticipating future changes and taking a disciplined approach by 
choosing clearly not to compete on price. They understood competitive cost structures, the margins 
they normally operated at, and how they were cutting margins that were untenable in the current 
market. These competitors lacked reason as they attempted to buy jobs out of desperation. One 
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interviewee described the situation where “…marginal costs become irrational thinking…eventually 
you will be doing the work for nothing and no one will be covering the overheads and paying 
costs…so people end up in the horrible ‘death spiral’ where the incremental costing model does not 
work…when it comes to cut, cut, cut, to win work then it’s time to be saying ‘it is time I closed a big 
chunk of the business and went fishing’” (I-R). Consequently, while some POs have adapted quickly, 
but not always effectively, others have just been really slow to respond. 
5.1.3 Responding to change  
Many POs did not appear to be creative in adapting ways to change. They tended to use similar 
market insights and processes to forecast business conditions. The sector is narrow and many 
experienced practitioners know each other well. Some POs had a genuine competitive advantage and 
seemed to be market ready, others were insular and internally focused, or slow to transition to align 
with current trends. There was general agreement that competitor activity is important, but changes in 
the environment, particularly demand driven changes, took precedence. POs are aware of the 
signals in the market, competitors and other changes. However, they generally seem to lack 
detailed or accurate knowledge of competitor activity and how they can learn from 
competitors, mostly because customer activity and market insight is more of a priority. 
5.2 Customer focus  
The results confirm that POs appreciate the importance of customers’ comments, take 
recommendations seriously, and generally act on reasonable requests. However the extent to which 
they manage feedback varies. The findings are explained in three themes: 1) strategic, proactive and 
submissive, 2) slow to respond, and 3) demanding and overt. 
5.2.1 Strategic, Proactive and Submissive 
Certain POs appeared to tailor their business to their customers’ needs, aiming at a state of 
alignment by understanding their issues and anticipating their future requirements reflecting a genuine 
concern to satisfy them. The POs, who were client-centric had clients front of mind, were more 
optimistic, saw bigger prospects for the future, and took a longer-term strategic view. They actually 
spend time with their clients to understand their business, their future, and their issues. One described 
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a strategic approach that was focused on a few key clients and a long term orientation to major 
relationships, “…that is where they put all their effort, and you would not make all that effort if you 
were going to disregard what your clients requirements were…” (I-J).  
While some POs may have been slow to act, repeated messages from their clients that their 
rates were too high forced them to react. Others were over-reactive in trying to satisfy, were 
submissive to customers, and at times allowed project teams to be dictated to by customers. This 
seemed to add a cultural layer of disappointment and duplicity to teams caught in relationships that 
often led to rework, and a lot of extra work. Changing project personnel was one request that could 
lead to satisfying customers, whether they agreed with the client or not. It could be as subjective as a 
customer not liking a senior project manager, and POs had to respond quickly to such requests. If they 
did not accede, POs suffered the unpleasant consequences. While some POs appeared to value, believe 
and proactively manage relationships with customers, others were slow to respond. 
5.2.2 Slow to respond 
The nature of a PO, and often the complexity of the work they perform, can be described as 
possessing credence qualities, because customers may be unable to evaluate or understand the 
technical density behind projects. This may help to explain why some POs are slow, or even decline, 
to respond to customers feedback, or are apprehensive to satisfy customers and adapt. One interviewee 
said, “…sometimes we are slow to react because…[the PO] does not like hearing criticism very well, 
and we say that because they are stupid, they don’t understand. That is a flippant statement but it is 
that sort of sentiment” (I-P).  In addition to credence properties, sometimes a PO’s structure, size, 
values or principles can prevent it from being suitably agile to adapt effectively. Bureaucracy and an 
accounting perspective were blamed for being reactive, and over-zealous reliance on terms and 
conditions could produce a slow response. One interviewee compared the engineering industry and 
retail sectors, noting that the former does not have the immediacy and is slow to change compared to 
the latter. Whatever the POs pace of response, dealing with demanding customers could be perplexing. 
5.2.3 Demanding and overt 
Rate cuts were a topical consideration based on whether the market was booming, busting or 
indifferent. In a contracting market, customers seemed to be more overt about requesting rate cuts. 
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Most POs had been asked to reduce their rates and it was not uncommon for two or three requests in 
one year, or blatant requests to drop rates by specific amounts. The challenge in accepting lower fees 
was the expectation of maintaining the same level of quality. One interview explained, “…the 
assumption is if they come to a company like ours, the quality is guaranteed whether you do it for this 
price or that price” (I-T). One PO anticipated clients’ future needs by reducing rates for all clients, 
which was positive and proactive.  
The large mining organisations have the power to stimulate demand, cut supply to POs, and 
manoeuvre price, Hence it is a clients market; where their requests may be demanding and 
unfavourable for the POs. One interviewee explained that one big Australian miner has a 60 day 
payment policy, which was difficult to accept when smaller POs paid their contractors within 15 days. 
While the larger POs may be able to buffer such terms, these types of underlying principles can add 
pressure to a relationship, principally when a customer demands a PO to cut rates part way through a 
project, or threatens to replace the PO with a competitor. Throwing down the gauntlet adds potential 
stress to all involved. While some clients appreciate such situations, others are very demanding. One 
interviewee noted that, “sometimes they just have to shoot you to lose the contract…or engage a new 
and fresh workforce at lower rates of pay” (I-H). All of this means adapting to customer needs or 
dealing with the grim implications. Generally POs understand their customers and attempt to 
anticipate their future needs. Some are more skilled, others are slow to respond, don’t respond or are 
over-reactive in endeavouring to satisfy their customers. The ability to act strategically in a customer-
centric fashion directly flows into how POs transfer this learning into their organisations. 
5.3 Organisational learning 
The third adaptation index addresses organisational learning through exploring innovation and 
risk. However, these topics together were found to be not well suited to POs. For POs, risk taking is a 
dichotomy. If risk refers to commercial risk, then most POs will not encourage risk; but if risk is about 
trying new things in a measured way, then it is likely to be encouraged and rewarded. Thus risk needs 
to be managed, and needs to be encouraged to be managed. Innovation was found to be encouraged. 
This section unfolds in three themes: 1) innovation in POs, 2) risk taking, and 3) risk appetite. 
5.3.1 Innovation in POs 
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POs tended to agree that innovation for engineering companies operating in the resources sector 
is difficult to demonstrate compared to other sectors, partly due to engineering being a more 
conservative industry. The results suggest that opportunities relate to how the work is contracted, or 
procured for clients, and how teams design and execute projects. A lot of the daily work and how 
engineers apply their core skills, could be viewed as innovative. Innovation can be integrated into a 
project team and members may not realise this is happening, such as working on a smart design or 
new technology development.  Many POs had offshore delivery teams, or high value engineering 
centres, and these were deemed innovative as they enhanced value for clients by delivering cost savings.  
Strategies around modularisation were also considered as being innovative by some.  However, others 
opined that unless POs were occupied by research and design type activities, the actual engineering work 
was innovatively tough, particularly in the current market.  
The juxtaposition is that some POs felt beaten-up by expectations of innovation, but certain 
assignments engineers perform essentially encourage innovation such as, the mega projects, one-off and 
bespoke designs, or projects requiring technical solutions for complex problems. Further, organisational 
structure and cultural profile signified a POs approach to innovation. Large hierarchical and 
bureaucratic POs with arduous systems and processes were potentially going to stymie innovation. 
While innovation in the resources sector is perceived as challenging to demonstrate and more 
intangible than for other sectors, risk is more specific. 
5.3.2 Risk taking 
POs must limit or manage their professional liability on individual projects simply to stay in 
business (Zoino, 1989) and while clients want POs to adequately test and warrant the performance of 
proposed products and services, the POs want their clients to be more flexible in their expectations and 
share the risk of trailing new projects and services (Rose & Manley, 2014). Risk is crucial and can be a 
complex matter in the world of delivering projects, and onerous risk can be a show-stopper. However, 
according to Kwak and LaPlace (2005), POs need to develop a culture of innovation and calculated 
risk-taking. It is common for managers within POs to take an overly optimistic view of risk estimates 
and forecasts that can lead to concerns that decisions regarding risk are not well informed in light of 
established risk tolerance levels; particularly in perceived optimistic market conditions. Risk tolerance 
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in this paper relates to the risk associated with contract delivery methods.   
At the height of the mining investment cycle, it could be argued that large mining producers 
accepted more risk, as their rewards were greater with many external environmental factors working in 
their favour. As the market has shifted, so too has the tolerance for risk. In the current market some 
models are aligned to certain sectors, for example one interviewee explained that their power projects 
and LNG (liquid natural gas) plant projects are undertaken on a lump sum turnkey basis, but mining 
projects are performed using an EPCM (engineering, procurement, construction management) 
approach. This means the large POs can examine their portfolios to ensure the balance of risk is shared 
across their business.  A good example of receiving, translating and interpreting signals from the 
environment into opportunities can be observed in delivery models predominantly being used. For 
example, the EPCM model appears to be under a lot of stress and scrutiny, and while it worked well in 
the boom times, customers are now questioning the amount of risk they have to accept. One leader 
argued, “…there are going to be modifications to that [EPCM] model, and the financiers are now 
demanding ‘give me fixed price surety and this price type scenario’ (I-Q).  The whole industry seems 
to be on the point of change, particularly the Tier-1 mining organisations who are starting to drive that 
agenda, as they prefer the full fixed price approach with less risk for them. Accordingly, the Tier-1 
companies are wanting an engineering, procurement, and construction (EPC) hard money delivery 
approach, although within the Tier-2 and Tier-3 organisations, this already happens more regularly.  
The salient point for POs is to turn these market signals into opportunities. As the large mining 
organisations change their expectations, they will be looking for more security for their capital 
expenditure costs. POs will need to accept more risk in their contracts, and be more innovative in the 
way they deliver projects: their customers are demanding it, and their competitors are doing it. 
A changing market is likely to expose the leadership styles of some POs, particularly POs being 
directed by non-engineering professionals. This is likely to bring a different approach to risk.  In other 
words, success in the future will depend on how POs can adapt to changing forces, as one interviewee 
said, ”…if you have not got the flexibility and are not prepared to take some sort of risk in these tough 
times you are going to struggle…” (I-Q).   
5.3.3 Risk appetite 
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On one end of the continuum are those POs with a higher tolerance for risk and nothing seems 
out of the question. One PO said they can do straight EPCM, employ on an hourly rate, combinations 
of risk on an EPCM, incentives against performance on an EPCM, fixed price lump sum turnkey, EPC 
contracting where the PO takes total construction risk, provide performance and process guarantees, etc. 
At the other end of the continuum was a PO who had a project on which a fatality occurred, “…everyone 
folded, our CEO went before the judge to be charged with criminal offences. So construction risk, people 
are very, very nervous about, so that has driven a culture of don’t deviate from the safe model” (I-P). 
This PO now prefers safer direct engagements, and design and construct projects. Another PO was 
described as risk averse, had a bureaucratic way of operating, and many restrictions in place which made 
change difficult.  Mostly POs will not take undue risk or sign-up for anything that is deemed too risky. 
The results suggest that for most POs, innovation may be encouraged and rewarded, but risk needs to be 
managed. The question adapted from the DOCS model is not well suited for POs in this context, as 
risk and innovation together were viewed as a contradiction.  
6. CONCLUSION 
This paper has reported on responses to three questions on organisational adaption derived 
from interviews with 20 senior people in POs. While one interviewee from one PO might be viewed as 
a limitation because of self-evaluation bias, the number, tenure and seniority of the sample supported 
the validity and significance of the interview data. The paper is reflective, though not conclusive (Liu 
& Fellows, 2008). All POs and their competitors have experienced the impact of a downturn, and their 
adaptive ways varied from some clearing out floors of people, instigating pay cuts to keep staff 
employed, and to others retaining technical staff. Some reacted aggressively, others quickly and 
desperately, and some were not confident that they had responded at all well. This indicates the 
difficultly with reading the business environment and anticipating future changes. The analysis 
revealed that while competitor activity was viewed as important, how competitors delivered their 
services was more fundamental. The implication is that while some POs create adaptive ways to meet 
changing needs, they were reactive and short term solutions, particularly those incremental costing 
strategies which potentially lead to a ‘death spiral’.  
A number of POs took a strategic approach to satisfy key clients and had a long term 
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orientation on major relationships. Others were slow to respond, or declined to respond to feedback, 
partly due to the nature of POs work having credence properties. While some POs reacted to customer 
feedback and instigated changes, particularly changing project personnel, others were over-reactive 
and submissive to customers. In a tightening mining sector, customers were more overt about terms 
and conditions, and some requested changes midway through a contract. The implication of accepting 
to reduce rates was the expectation that POs would maintain the same level of quality and service.  
Innovation was viewed as difficult to demonstrate in the traditional engineering space. The 
research revealed that while there was an expectation for POs to be innovative and a perception that 
engineering was not innovative, they were actually relatively innovative in many of the core tasks they 
performed. Risk in this paper referred to risk associated with different contract delivery models that a 
PO typically performs.  A small group of POs had a higher tolerance for risk, but most were not 
prepared to take undue risk. It was argued that the large mining producers accepted more risk at the 
height of the mining investment boom, but were now discussing limitations in their contracts. The 
implications for POs is that they need to be flexible in their delivery models, or they are likely to 
struggle in the future. The mere wording of risk and innovation in the same question, adapted from the 
DOCS model, is oxymoronic and not suited to POs in this context. 
This main opportunities for future research associated with this paper are with investigating 
how POs have managed the adaption process in an upturned or heated mineral resources market, or in 
another jurisdiction, and the impact of adaption on OC. 
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Number of people POs employed  
in 2015 
3 Very large 50,000 plus 
7 Large 10,000 to 50,000 
5 Medium less than 10,000 
5 Small Less than 1,000 
 
TABLE 1 
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